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“Denigration of the other is not always the monopoly of racists, after all. It is
also an instrument for the monopolization of the spoils of power” (Onwudiwe
221).
Introduction
It is cool in the conference hall. With so many delegates in attend-
ance, the air conditioning is set to maximum, dispelling the muggi-
ness that envelops the less fortunate on the streets. Three young,
white, a%uent students, here for the feelgood vibe, turn to the
nearest local, complaining in nasal, high-pitched voices. “This table
is out of mini pizzas. We want more. And can you get us some
cokes?” The Cambodian man smiles and nods, anxious to please.
He is not a waiter. He is not a conference employee. He is an
attendee like them, a teacher from the provinces, here to learn, but
he gets them what they ask for regardless. They take without
thanking and turn away, back to their self-congratulatory circle.
Outside, the merciless sun beats down on a woman, a baby balanced
on her hip, digging for scraps of food in the garbage.
From the perspective of people in developed countries, many
developing countries are seen as symbols of a life outside everyday
existence. The images of starving children, barren ﬁelds and guerilla
ﬁghters with machine guns seem as remote as those provided by the
Hubble telescope. This is a world that has nothing to do with a
comfortable, middle-class lifestyle where wealth is plentiful, food and
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clothing are cheap and abundant and one can walk without fear of
landmines. Developing countries have been cast as a new, savage
“other” in the everyday drama of modern life. Few even realize the
extent to which developed countries rely on the primary resources and
labour from such places. Food, clothing, building materialswithout
these staples being provided by an underpaid, exploited working class,
it would be impossible to maintain the level of comfort in which most
people in wealthier countries live their lives. Cambodia is one such
“other.” The country is a victim of both internal and external forces
acting upon it, with raw, often brutal self-interest dictating not only
events, but their representation.
In 1975, seemingly out of nowhere, Pol Pot and his followers in
the Khmer Rouge seized control of Cambodia and, for the next four
years, conducted a systematic genocide of the population. For more
than a decade afterwards, ﬁghting continued, until, in 1991, a peace
agreement was ﬁnally brokered with the help of the United Nations.
Outside Asia, this is most often represented as an internal struggle, of
locals killing locals in the jungle, until the civilized Western world
stepped in and saved the day (Springer 308). The truth, however,
would appear to be di#erent.
Occupied by France until 1953, once it became independent, the
country was the victim of deliberate manipulation by an uno$cial
coalition of Western countries led by the United States, due in large
part to a perception that it was involved with Communism. Between
1969 and 1973, despite its supposed neutrality in the Vietnam War,
there was extensive American bombing of Cambodia (Kusakabe,
Yunxian and Kelkar WS87). The US also supplied arms and money to
Lon Nol, a right-winger who seized power in 1970, further destabiliz-
ing the region and creating an atmosphere of unrest that Pol Pot and
his clique were subsequently able to exploit (Weiner 352). After 1979
and the fall of the Khmer Rouge from power, the US actively denied
aid and trade opportunities to the country, seeing it as a client state of
Vietnam (Springer 306). In fact, the CIA assisted the rebel Khmer
Rouge during that time (Weiner 486), as did others, including the
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United Kingdom (Ramussen).
Today, despite a huge inﬂux of aid, Cambodia is kept im-
poverished and otherized, given just enough to survive. One recent
article mentions the way that many Southeast Asians are often actively
denied promotion opportunities in the United States precisely because
they work so hard and for so little money (Rogers, Marshall and Tyson
218). Here, the advantages associated with keeping a people poor and
needy are made explicit, providing them just enough of what they need
to survive, but not enough to do more, keeping them dependent. One
might well argue that a very similar process is underway in Cambodia,
where NGOs (Non-Governmental Organizations) o#er subsistence-
level assistance and education that seems to support an imperialist
agenda, creating an economic sub-class who produce cheap goods for
developed nations.
In an international organization such as the IMF (the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund), for example, the majority of control is held by
the wealthier nations, such as the US, Japan, France and the UK, with
smaller countries such as Cambodia having virtually no say in deci-
sions (Ngaire and Woods 482). They lack wealth and, in this context,
have little chance to inﬂuence economic policy worldwide. As to the
funds received through aid, these often either vanish into the co#ers of
a corrupt government (Briquets, Calavan and O’Brien 2) or are
directly administered by a loose coalition of NGOs, each of whom has
their own agenda, along with the ability to enforce it by keeping a tight
hand on the purse strings.
Cui Bono?
I’m in a cafe´, sitting across the table from a North American NGO
member. They tell me about their new Cambodian employee. “I
helped them set up a bank account for their salary, butyou know
you have to be careful. They wanted to give a big part of the
money to their family. I told them no. That’s just throwing it
away.”
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As the number of NGOs in Cambodia increases, so does competi-
tion between them for funding and recognition. In order to become
successful, in line with market-driven business practice, these organiza-
tions need to cater to their clients. Such clients are, however, not the
Cambodian people, but the a%uent donors and volunteers who keep
the NGOs aﬂoat. Johanna Sime´ant points out that people tend not to
consider NGOs as needing to acquire resources and grow due to a
strong, albeit artiﬁcial association of these groups with non-proﬁt
work, where, in fact, they can be likened to other multinational
corporations (852). The growth in the visibility and power of certain
NGOs has given them what Sime´ant calls “their ‘voice’ at the global
level” (856). This need for recognition and funding means, further-
more, that certain causes are more likely to be considered than others,
as they are compatible with the “natural a$nities” of ﬁrst-world
countries (860). A coalition of cultures who think they know what is
best controls the funding of these organizations, either tacitly or
explicitly.
NGOs in Cambodia have previously responded as much, if not
more, to external pressure as to internal, o#ering funding bodies and
the international community what they “wanted to see,” which in-
cluded support for a political system based on liberal democracy (Bell
and Keenan 358). Simon Springer points out that “Many NGOs in
Cambodia have adopted a neoliberal mandate, mainly to attract
donors, but also because the rhetoric of a free market economy as the
bastion of peace is problematically taken at face value” (308). One
example of this justiﬁcation is a recent paper by Patrick McDonald, in
which he argues, through an analysis of shared versus privately held
land assets, that capitalism “promotes peace in the international
system” (579). This is in direct contrast to Osiel’s observation that
“such ‘imperialistic’ extensions of economics into nonmarket domains
. . .will drive or crowd out the more altruistic behaviour that is already
there and worthy of sustenance” (1759).
This is far from the only reason for wealthier nations to be seen as
involved in the business of altruism. Lam Peng Er gives the example
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of Japan, for whom involvement with NGOs is an important part of
“soft” foreign policy, and the beneﬁts for the country are to enhance its
image as a “leader in aid” and to strengthen its case for a permanent
seat on the UN Security Council (548). Other countries may seek to
increase stability or establish footholds in the region, and NGOs are an
important part of gaining local trust and grassroots support.
At an individual level, people choose to donate their time and
energy to those causes that ﬂatter their preconceptions about the way
the world should work. Consider the example of one volunteer who
chose his ﬁeld of work based on self-interest rather than a desire to
o#er what was needed. As he stated directly; “if I feel that I’ve got
certain skills that I can o#er, I’d like to do that in an organisation that
has an ethos that I can relate to” (Watts 61, emphasis mine).
Such people are represented as heroes in developed countries.
They are willing to go and give up their precious time and creature
comforts (albeit for a limited period) in order to “help” others. The
reality is that they impose their cultural preconceptions and expect to
be thanked for this. Consider, for example, the thousands of movies
and documentaries about strife in developing countries produced by
developed nations. The majority of these feature protagonists from
within the dominant cultureusually Caucasian, if produced in the
Westwho become ﬁsh out of water. It is their heroic journey that is
represented and considered. They enter the culture freely but their
true victory is to leave it again. This is precisely what happens in the
1984 ﬁlm about Cambodia, The Killing Fields. The central quest
narrative concerns the arrival, exploration and eventual escape of the
American reporter Sydney Schanberg. The secondary Cambodian
protagonist su#ers far worse depravations, but the story then focuses
more on the guilt felt by the Western hero about this than the
di$culties faced by the representative “other.” The movie ends with




I have been staying in the guesthouse for almost a week. The desk
sta#, related to the owner through some complex formula that I
don’t understand, are friendly and the place is central to the city. I
head downstairs to the courtyard, where the man who I have silently
dubbed “The Ugly American” is smoking and wiping the sweat o#
his neck with a towel. He sees meor sees, at least, another white,
male faceand grins, even though we have never spoken before.
“You like boom boom, man? I love it. I made boom boom with her
last night, up and down, up and down, like an animal, you know?
These kids. I can’t keep up. Keep up! Get it?” He laughs and jerks
a thumb at one of the girls behind the counter. I don’t know her age
but, to me, she looks no older than twelve.
Something that one hears a lot talking to expatriates from
developed countries about problems in Cambodia is that the local
government is doing nothing to lessen the impact of HIV/AIDS. This
idea supports the popular perception of a medically backwards country
with uncaring, inept o$cials and serves to provide justiﬁcation for the
need for wealthier nations to step in and ‘help’. In fact, as Fried and
Kowalski-Morton note, o$cial South Asian support for combating the
spread of HIV can be considerable (132), and this seems particularly
true of Cambodia (Delvaux et. al. 8889).
In Cambodia, after the government-backed implementation of the
“100% Condom Use Programme,” the increase in condom usage has
led to a decline in the incidence of HIV (Rojanapithayakorn 42).
NGOs such as those involved in the creation of sex worker self-help
groups provide assistance, but the primary motivation has come from
within Cambodia itself (Rojanapithayakorn 47). This is only one of
many examples. A reproductivity and anti-AIDS counseling program
based on the work of Cambodian female volunteers has also been
extremely successful in recent years, although, as the authors of the
study point out in a somewhat sardonic aside that the deaths of so
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many men during the Khmer Rouge years has created a large pool of
single middle-aged local women wishing to aid the community
(Suehiro and Altman 353).
These e#orts are marginalized or ignored by the international
community when convenient to do so. In 2004, a US-backed experi-
mental anti-AIDS drug trial was to begin among Cambodian sex
industry workers, before being shelved by the Cambodian government
due to a lack of assurances as to long-term beneﬁts and safety, after
concerns as to why such a vulnerable and di$cult to monitor group
was even chosen were raised (Cohen 1092). The objections made to
this by the American company who suddenly found themselves unable
to conduct out-of-country drug tests centred on an assertion that there
was no real governmental support for HIV prevention, despite consid-
erable evidence to the contrary.
Perceptions
I walk through the crumbling ruins of Ta Prohm. Here, local
victims of landmines have formed a traditional Cambodian orches-
tra. Unable to ﬁnd other work, they sell CDs of their music to
tourists at ten dollars each and support themselves and their families
as best they can on the proceeds. I buy one. Nearby, someone else
shows a disc to their friend and asks them if they want to get one too.
“Nah.. .I’ll just burn a copy of yours on my computer back home.”
Cambodia is largely represented as primitive and violent in
developed countries, and this is often used as justiﬁcation for the
neo-colonialist transplanting of external education models, languages
and values by both governments and NGOs. Springer notes that this
characterization of cultural violence in post-Khmer Rouge Cambodia
was a deciding factor in the imposition of neoliberalisation (305). In
the wake of Khmer Rouge rule and subsequent violence, the United
Nations Transitional Authority for Cambodia (UNTAC) engaged in
“the exercise of control to secure a neutral political environment and
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end human rights abuses” (Du#y 97), including the re-education of the
people of Cambodia through partnership with NGOs (Du#y 104).
The underlying assumption seems to have been that the people of the
country were incapable of making their own decisions and needed an
externally imposed legal and political system that “just happened” to
follow Western models. One commentator paints a picture of Cambo-
dia as almost overrun by NGOs in the early 1990s. Their vehicles
crowded the streets and representatives of a wide Western religious
and political spectrum combined aid with the building of a public
image (Ghate 1310). Amidst the glowing praise for such organiza-
tions, however, was an arch warning that foreign sta# “should at least
make conscious e#orts to avoid the life-styles they are accustomed to in
other countries” (Ghate 1311).
In general, those members of NGOs who should be in the best
position to contest the characterization of Cambodia as a savage
‘other’ regard the people they are ostensibly there to help as backward,
be it as students or as co-workers. Many NGO volunteers in Cambo-
dia receive a relatively small salary compared to those in their country
of origin (Watts 61), but it is signiﬁcantly higher than that earned by
most locals, and this di#erence can lead to a lack of empathy (Watts
65). The looking down at those in need of help is, of course, nothing
new in Western culture; there is a long-term history of discrimination,
even from educators, towards students seeking to learn English as a
second language, for example (for an overview of this in the US, see
Davies, 2002).
In rural Cambodia, a number of indigenous communities have
begun to ask for healthcare that is culturally appropriate, with up to 94
percent of women in one example preferring to give birth in their
village than in the NGO-provided healthcare centre (Brown, Godden
and Sopheak 213). This was, in part, due to the discriminatory
attitudes of the health care workers themselves, who tended to regard
the members of the community as “uneducated” (217).
Bernt A. Ska˚ra notes that international NGOs can either ignore or
actively problematize the skills and experience of local Cambodians
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and uses the example of de-mining by villagers to illustrate this point
(845). Part of the reason why such work is undertaken by locals
despite the stated readiness of external volunteer groups is that the
latter tend to work to their own schedule, often largely ignoring the
needs of local people for land to be available at particular times (840).
One point is that certain types of selective de-mining can sometimes be
much more e#ective for local groups, but the NGOs tend to come in
and decide on what they consider to be the “best” course of action
(840).
Alternatives
We climb to the highest point of the old city. It is now largely
abandoned, save for vast numbers of children who clamber over the
rocks, working as tourist guides. My own guide, a thirteen-year-old
boy who speaks improbably perfect English, sits in the shade and
points at a solar panel. “See that? Pretty expensive. Some NGO
volunteers put that up for us a few years ago. They wanted to show
us that this type of power was better. We use it to run a small TV,
but it only gets one channel.” He turns to me and smiles. “Stupid
foreigners. They should have just given us the money. We could
have made houses, bought food, sent some people to school. They
don’t care about what we need. Only about what they want to give
us.”
The United Nations undertook an extensive peacekeeping project
in Cambodia between 1991 and 1993, culminating in a general election
(Hughes 78). As Caroline Hughes has noted, however, this e#ort was
more concerned with surface legitimacy than genuine informed politi-
cal discourse. The ruling Cambodian People’s Party was able to
suppress opposition successfully through a combination of intimidation
and marginalization, and maintain the appearance of “liberal democra-
cy” as mandated by the UN-underwritten Constitution (7980). Such
a focus on ‘free’ elections meant that the actuality of the corrupt
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political process was largely ignored. In addition, there appears to
have been a certain amount of cultural dislocation. In 2003, televised,
Western-style political debates were set up as an attempt to engage the
broader population in political issues. Unfortunately, the ﬁxed roles
inhabited by Cambodian public ﬁgures in such an arena, in conjunction
with a wide socioeconomic divide, do not allow for genuine discourse
(Hughes 88). This is not to mention the fact that, in rural areas, where
such a debate might have had the most powerful impact, televisions are
very rare.
A regional political and economic approach appears to be emerg-
ing as an alternative to the perceived unilateralism of many developed
nations such as the United States, as well as to an asymmetrical power
structure favouring a coalition of the wealthy. Regionalization, as
practiced in Southeast Asia by ASEAN (The Association of South-
East Asian Nations), of which Cambodia has been a member since
1999 (Ojendal 524), represents a real alternative to this hegemonic
approach (Ojendal 519520). Ethnicity is a key element to regional
politics, but has been demonized in international terms since the end of
the Cold War (Onwudiwe 213). The rhetoric of “inclusiveness” seems
to clash with the implied boundaries of ethnicity, and many NGOs are
keen to promote their agendas here, ignoring suggestions that a di#er-
ent approach may well, in fact, have both social and economic advan-
tages (Onwudiwe 214).
Conclusion
Choeung Ek. The Killing Fields. One of many such in this haunted
country, but perhaps the most famous, it has a vast mountain of
skullsa giant J’accuse of hollow eyesin a glass-sided monu-
ment. A series of shallow pits is all that can be seen of the mass
graves, where thousands died, where family members were forced to
beat those they loved to death with iron bars or face execution
themselves. It is a quiet place, a terrible place. I walk there for
more than an hour, silent, unable to ﬁnd any words. As I leave, a
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bus pulls up, ﬁlled with tourists. Two tall, pale Americans in their
early twenties are the ﬁrst to get out. “Yeah, dude, get the camera.
I want a photo with me, like, lying in one of the graves. It’ll be
awesome.”
Cambodia, economically and politically, is a mess, with a popula-
tion becoming increasingly dependent on foreign aid through a loose
coalition of volunteer organizations. It is, however, very much in the
interests of the developed world to have it remain so. The re-imagining
of Cambodia as an orientalized, violent “other” (Springer 316) allows
wealthier countries to impose whatever sanctions they may wish and to
treat the inhabitants like children, needing to be chastised and directed,
to be told what they should do, whether they ask for such help or not.
There are some rocks people just don’t want to look under. NGOs
o#er those in the ﬁrst world a way to assuage guilt, a channel through
which they can feel that their society is “doing something,” without
being concerned by what form that may take. The truth is that the
external imposition of ideological, economic and political systems on
Cambodia appears to serve the ends of the people providing the money.
Those with power get to stay there while, at the same time, feeling
good about themselves for “helping” what amounts to an economic
subclass. Many NGOs do ﬁne work with what seem to be the best of
intentions, but few stop to question what the real e#ect of such groups
can be. They may bring medical care, education and farming supplies,
but these often come with a hidden price tag. Anyone can receive aid
from the Coalition of the Patronizing: the only cost is one’s soul.
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Author’s Note
The stories at the beginning of each section are real and based on
direct experiences. Minor elements have been changed here and there
to obscure the identity of individuals involved, but the details are
substantially accurate.
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